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ABSTRACT ' : oo B .

’ . Research 'in secondary school compositioﬁainstruction
indicates that (1) emphasis ofi writing for the.teacher-as-exzaminer is
prevdlent, (2) prewriting activities are limited, (3) there is little
discussion of approaches to the topic or what information should be
jncluged, and «(4) activities to help students while they are writing

‘»

.are almost nonexistent. A teaching method that can prevent students'

anxiety and dislike for sustained writing is to treat writing
assignments metaphorically as a journey, in which the teacher draws a
map-from start to destination and participates with the students in
the journey and all of it8 uncertainties. A book report ofs four °
coherent paragraphs is an ideal journey. A map i's drawn containing
sections marked introduction, main characters, he best scene, and’

. conclusion. ‘Students write a paragraph for eacl section, in sequence,

‘paragraphs are appended.) (HTH) : . .

receiving whatever assistance they need while, they write. After the
first paragraph, students will have direction for the second ’
paragraph, and mpst will be able to put ideas on paper with ’
surprising.ease. In fout og§;§ve class periods they will be able to
write a fairly well-organizéd composition. Anxiety will be reduced,
confidence instilled, and a,lesson will be taught that unites form
and content with language development across a spectrun of
vocabulary, diction, and sentence structure. (Sample student
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‘ THE OBSTAULES ' - §v
»' o , ) . AN .

Educational statistics can be.miileading, even detherately so; they can also be

sober indications of the state of the art. Here are i tems belonging to the latter

) group of interest te teachers of the Gomposing process at the junior and senior high

- v
)

. _ - .
ftem: only about ten percent of English class time is devoted to writing of

-
r

- at_least one paragraph in length. -

+

v .
tem: emphasis on writing for the teacher-as-examiner i< prevalent in all

subject areas, including EnglisH:
ftem: the'usuaJ'composition task is one of organizing and reporting back

&

information provided in textbooks or by the teacher.
-~ v

4 . .
Ftem: prewriting activiti®s aré limited with students receiving, in fost

’ cases, explicit guidelines only about the length of  the paper with

lvttle discussion of approaches to the topic or what vnformatvon

-
- )

// " should be included. In a tyd?cal assignment just over thrEe minutes
passes from the announcement of the work until pen hits paper.

Item: finally, acti#ities designed to help'Ezudents while they are writing . |

Ny .
are almost nonexistent. ’ LT
[

|
This ]lst could be longer, and, unfortunately, it is a partval summary og‘actual/

«

1
fundlngs from Applebee Lehr, and Auten's research for the National Study of Secondary
School Writing. Join to the above study the latest conclusions from the Natrunfl Assess-

ment of Readvng and Literature as reported in the press ”Students who b;eeze through

-

mult;ple chovce questions on ]lterature are at a loss when asked to put pen to paper...»

" to explain and defend the judgments they mak%fuz ~‘ )

. . ,

JAre the findings from the two studies related? | do not know. | do know that,
. A .

based on more than a decade and a half of ‘teaching English, the writing of‘composutlons

and the subsequenf gradnn of them takes place as part of a sometimes painful paper-

[ 2

movvng.r:tua], as flxed as the ebb and frow of the tides. The ingredient sorely lack-
’ l
|ng is the t ’eachlng of composition, ‘which. | strongly feel is connected to the earnnng

3 .

th a tausalaty that is palpable. _ .
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. . 4 . .
?here.ére no scépegoats: We, %How wh;({he teaching of'comdéiitié% has not re~ ;o

cered qits dde emphaéis: time sweat, \and more patience than Job. Recently, Betfelheih
. . ;.
wrote in The AtlanQ:c Monthly that ”Féarning to read is not an entertalnment but hard
~ t .
* f
work.”3 The.gist ¥s applicable i} our case.
¥ , oot

~ 4 .

We know what bears“ﬁruit ard what does not. Fr;m Applebee, Lehr, andZKuten we

-

~ - .
[N

learn that 'most (writingi tasks separated problems of constructing coherent texts from

- A oAt
those of remembering subject-area information and concepts.' As a result, students
- . - . .

\. ‘U ) - .
tend not to integrefte learning éven within one subject. The~teacher plays out the role,

I3

of examiner rather than partiéipant, and the students see their roles as suppliers of
‘ 1

information-for-a-grade rather than as writers of effective and convincing statements.

8

‘ . //// "ANOTHER ébUTE: COJfEES THE UNSPEAKABLE . ' ~ ,
. One path toward the teq&hng of‘wrttlng might take .as “its credo a reallty principle
» .
to replace to some éxtent the’pleasure principle. " - 'f. : ’ Q;TT. “‘
A teality principle acE;owledges the unspoken: stuaents .vn general, do not find

. = ..
sustained w;*f:ng a pleasant* task; they are fear?uli_~:>ecure and, at best, want des-

parately t®'please so as to get the mark; théy are pitifully lost at times and stagger

-

with gasping logic and language to an often misty destTnatidn; and they moé}'willingly

.~ ‘f N - v ‘.,’ "-
will take direction*if "someone can only speak a lahguage of, clarity to the inexperienced
minds' ¢ ) ’ ' ' - =

//For the teachers the-reality principle enunciates a similar line of unspoken

thoughts: lnstructors desperately want to read'*eadable material Yrom thenr students;

the grading process is more often depressnpg than reassurnng, curricutum content and

»
» ] ,

time press vneluctabeqgalnst'sane( pacing; and the sheer physical constra‘nts of the *

>

. . X © . ’ .
bell make logical, complete, productive thinking a wish that exceeds one's refch.
. . * . . i [ <
. " THE MAP: A GUIDING'HAND / SN
‘ R 4 ” -

To be lost at nigh& 6Q\an unfamiliar city, wifh windéhield condensat ion obscurting

v e

from view the already hard-to-read street signs must syurely be oge of the most unpleas-

-

ant experiences of our lives. It is ap apt metaphor to describe the plight of the

twelve or thirteen-year-old of a&erageaability as they travel through book ‘reports,

%
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Sumnaries, critjcismsnand varied essay-type questions.

The teacher of composrtvon can draw a map from start to destination ahd- brvnd the-
travelers home only vf‘he or she partvc?pates'vn the‘Journey with its uncertavntves

.

deTays, and occasvonal surpgises. Mutual participatFOn is founded on these premises:
1. The students must perceive the teacher as”a,guide and not solely as an examiner.

{
. 2. A trusted guvde has the allegiance of followers' students wvll .take advice .
. + V ‘ t
~N . -
) 9ervously if they.believe the advuce is “up front” and trufy‘gfant to help_ them.

’ '

3. The guide should be ready and willing ro accept a detour, a questidn, a §ug§es- A

-

tion which cha]lenges-hns or Her conceptions of the route to be taken.

4. The guide must-set the destinatidn “in language that is understandable and free .

- hY

of abstractions. *The kids want to know where they.are going, and no one but

. the teacher is so well-prepared at that moment .to map out the trip. .

R . P -

* ]

.o " 5. Above all, the guidénever waivers in the belief that the_§keletaﬂ map can be

Y . o

fleshed\out,in detail with myriad variations. The orderliness of the journey
A -~ . .

provides the opportunity for individyal novelty whilkh dtherwise might never be '
' . ’ . /
- seen. . N . ’
4 . 1Y -

\ S THE BOOK REPORT: PROSAIC *BUT SUCCESSFUL ' U

Books as personal experiences for the reader ought to be a source of ideas for
“ writing. Unfortunately, whenever | make first mefntion of selecting books, the seventh

-~ .

, and eié}th graders grimace.and, with that unm}stakable.COQe say, '"Do we have to write
book reports@!! | tell them that they most certainly.will write begause. they will want "

tb tell me about their book.  No one seems pleased or relievedy and, until the initial
7 -, - .
wrntvng assignment is underway, | am still met with anxvous tomments of the “how long

-

deJ it have to be?' type. When the final comment has been written sometsme later,. |
b N .
> ‘ v
have actpally had students say, “that assignment was so easy, too easy.' That is music
. LI
Y
I .1ike ‘because they are really teIWan me that .the composvng process was not the nvght-
[}

-
»

mare imagined.

o by

.

In schematic form be*ow follows an outline for 'working through' a series of

L €

tessons in which student and teacher roll up sleeves and work at perfectnng the process-—

&) ~ ; ES
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> thigking’, reasoning logically, and communication--which cohstitutes the essential in

>

v

- B

'Preiiminqr}es: to

T

“supply the steel frame and the class supplles the bricks (ideas)

v ~
, . ¥
Overall)Qoal:,‘?0pr;.c0herent'paragrephs'which present-a book re;qnt}9 read ‘.
o ~'in about’ 200=250"words. . v
redube aoxiet;, and confusion ) ’ ) . . o >

‘ L4 “
The c]asé.i6 told that.they will work with the teacher in the

- ' »

class on«a report aboutf} mystery book previously selected
4 .

Many studentg will not be-

.

durlng a NlSlt to school lnbrary

]ieve you. .

\

Students are toid not to wrvtegyp a‘Zreport before mhe c]ass

(1 have had many students write at home

IS * 4 P

fodr and five times the Iength lntended and tell me they have

works on it together

o

.

"done t“ already.. The? have usually ”done"gg'lopse, meander-

5

ing plot 5ummary pUnctuated by copious ''so..
« H f

..ahd so &nd-then." Amén. S o .

., SO..., and then‘

. . S . X -
Tell the class all they need to do is (a) read the book, (b) re-

: . (c)

-

membgr the title recaly/fhe names of major characters, .and

(d) remember a few good scenes. from the book Al1 of these chores
ane manageab!e and,'ﬁn fact, seem, at,First? too easy.

Tell the students to bring paperyipen and themselves to class{

F AT

.and that the teacher will supply the map for the distance to be

’ ‘
In-another metaphor,<indicate that the teacher will -

N )
S

cove[eo.'

L)
2

-

fpr the buvldlng (report) * - . .Y

. 2
Prelvmvnarles reduce some’ of the ‘anxious moments-and once ané for all

’

stop the

4 . ‘
spudents in their tracks before they get lost

Ao

The lntroductionr

* )

EIL
.

K

ki

to communicate basic background

in pages and pdges o% unneeﬁgd details

i
It

ofng: draw

‘1. At the-blackboard show, the students where they are 5

e

+ four sections, label

K]

Iwhere, who, what);

ing them as to content iﬁtroduction

©oan

-the main characters ahd their importance;

PR 6
__!

P
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N ' .
. , the best sceney’ and the end whvch lets the reader knbw the’ repOrt g
- A ' .‘\
. is flnvshéd Assure them that theyQW|ll get step-by- step assist-
- - »
. Y » A , .
.. B ’_ . ance., , ( - l
i « 1 2. Now erase all but the first section and concerftrate on getting into

0y

.the book. Students label a sheet of paper ”outllne“ whach they °

- '

wonk on wvth the, teacher in class. At home they can wrvtg.from

N~ the outline..,l s *

o it bt s bt ok b Ll WYY T ikttt «
L]

. 34 ﬁ;;ﬁhe board set up an outljine‘using some kind.of,iogic. Discour=

]
'1 ‘ - - age worry about peTfection_of’Harvard outlfnes, etc. No one needs
$ ’ . = ¢

. . » . . ~ r.
‘. ) . protracted queries about Roman numerals versus capital letters.
1 . : oo . -
; . 4. Using a student's bobk as an example, write the'title of the/ggek: -
i N : .
8 , The class should do the same on their paper. Here is an opportunity °
"3 v - M .
‘ to teach areas of capitalization and format. !
: ' -~ o
! ' ) ) 5. Ask students to tell about the setting of their books in terms of
; = * '. . P N
3 place and date. Since'manykmystery books are not specific, stddents_ .
1 - LT *
b ) N R .
i will need help to draw valuable inferences.about location and time
] ) . . .
. . frames. Here is an obportunity.to build vocabulary: contemporary,
: \ * ' ! . - ’ .
3 ~ Tecent, rural, suburban, urban, decade: Suggest phraseology for .
i B . N - ¥
< - . '

handling 'setting: ' in the distant past," "far in the future,” .
PR : - - B} . A
< ’ . 3
fairly modern," etc. S , .
) 6. Again using examples from étudents"bgoks, get names of main
I & * :

charactefs and ih one_or two sentences state the conflict. Do

«
-

several rexamples in which the names are mentioned/%nd their place
\ ‘ Y °
N . ' .

in* the mystery stated. Actually, the teacher is demanstrating the
L . R

JRORACKE- T
|

]
N

wrfting of main ideas, ap essential in organized, effective writing. "
. . ot 4
/ Now-the first paragraph is set up and students 'seée' the map: title, getting, main

PRI G  CT TN

‘qharazters, and “statement of conflict. Ask several students to oral,ly do theirs with

X

w o Sl o,

assistance. Students can then write an introduction'at home ¢and” return the next day
with_ something dope which is on ta?get, orde}ly,(but EnJividuaJ. P ) N

- . -
v
' . - -
né >
A
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. The Main Characters: who is who and who does what.

, I.

-

? —_

I
>
-

First’ students need assistance in deciding who is a main char-

acter. Some will want to list eight people. 1 recommefe in-

sisting that:they kégp the number down to two or three.

2. The characters are'eachlgofng to be described according to

! [

physicat appearance, personality, and behavior in the gtor?.'

Practice with examples taken from the books read, showing stu-
.. s . ,
dents how a description can be done’in one. succinct senténce.
ot /\
They will catch on: she*is an attractive, nineteen-year-old

girl with a sharp mind and plenty of bravery. N
Having done gome combinatioq,or oral and black-
“\ .

) boérd practice describiﬁg characters.'aak gtudents

why'thesé characters are 1@P6rtant to the’story.

Haﬁy will not understahd\the qiestion. Examples ;

- Will be neetied for clarification. Have students -

b

tell. what particular main characters do in their
struggles. Then write sentences which demo@strate
a .statement of a character's roler *"She Qés im- -

porﬁant to the story b®tRuse she acts as afdecoy._
}

- to get Mr. Griffin into his car so that the other

kids that (sic)lwefe iurking in the back seat

could kidnap him.* (student example)

At this point the students have direction for the second para-'""

ifaph. and most will be able to phtk}deas on paper with surprising .

<4

ease, Sonme Yiil\even Jump the gun and write before the exampies ‘\f'

are finished'on the board. E&éerneee is kndwing how to proceed ?

with confidence.

”

’
s

~
o




The Best Scene: 1ts ripe and waiting to be picked

’ } ., .
l, Capitalize on the penchant we all have for re-

telling the unforgetable scene, the scene we )

PR

waLted for. the scene we can see over and over

-

‘ \ agaln 1n our mind. -Kids love to tell the scariest,
' most suspenseful' most gurprising scened, Turn : ‘ f

“them loose and have -an oral survey of scenes from »”

< volunteere. Actually, they are focusing on hlgh-

5 - J v , lights of‘ the book as perceived by themselves

v ' It has some elements of the contrived, but stu-

o it SIS s B s A, 0 ot a5

dents do put their personal imprint on it.

-t 2. Write, sample paragraphs of five or six sengences

on the board based on 1nformatlon froe,volunteerc}

Sngest werdlnms; offer a "foot- in the door“ thg , |

¥

best scene in the book occurred when....

) . ” 3. Continue to emphasize the selection of pertinent

M) R N b, N
kW X :.‘.‘.«_..J«.ouwb“u..u P PO T TP
—

detall and the comdination 9f .4deas rather than

b b e

gtrings cf 8~V=-08, Blackboard dxamples are most

~

welcome. Try your hand. Experiment.

-

- The Conclhslon: review, wrap it up, and Btick your nose out' .
. ~ \ 3
‘1. Ironically, the end or fourth paragraph is the .

apparently most difficult toa. compoae probably
X “ because it is abstract rather than rooted 1n

events to be rcported.
2. Most students think the composition ends when.

- ! ¥

- TSl i 8 i A Aty AR Akt e 2 e
L]
. .




L]

the hero and heroine ride off ‘inte the sunset, leea,
when the action stops, the pen drops: an lhsldioué
virus which threatens judgmental and analytical thought.
X 3: Begin by having the book title ‘repeated. This step
c— o will h@%p tgtmove thinking away from detailedﬁplot
summarizing and toward more general p&tterns'or‘
summarized action, - ’ .
«+, U4, Explain that an ending should look'like an. ending:
it should p?ll(the reader what haa just been pre- .
_sented ané leave ,him or her with-a sense that the
\writer has made a‘'pbint, has cohm;ﬁicated a feeling,'
and has encouraged or discouraged the raader. ot
" 5, Dlreot students back to the first garagraph and
. the 1n1@1a1 statement of baslo oonrlict. Offer .
. examples of reworded oonfllct atatements taken from
\ students paragraphs. Demonstrate that an idea can
usually be expressed in dlfferent words without losing
.o - meanf%g. : . ' . ,
" 6. sukgest what, is ehﬁertainipg abou; myateries: gus- -
Jpense: detective work, surprise;, etc, Ask studeﬁts‘
what their books offer the reader. Make suggestions.
. Write exanples Qn'board ahd pplisﬂ them up.
C
- . . | Summary . : ~

. L ]
\ @ .

L Y A

That'sa 1t._ The tflp wag not as long nor as arduoua as expected.

In four ar rive class periodaé{fhirly’well—organizedvoomposltion has

\

» 4
1 v . .




been set up and written. fhey are obviously part teacher and

~

part 8tudent, an amalgam of the experlenced and the neophyte.-
Y N . , &

Anilety has been red ced, some confidence has- been 1nstilled *

L]

and a leséon has™been taught which united form and content with . . ,

v language development across a spectrum or vocabulary, dietion, - L '
) ‘and sentence structure.. v ' -‘. ) '
. All of this is only & small stepl Bub a child;holdsla ' .o

<. parent's hand before she walks., Surely students need ahhand--

academic and.emotionalszrom their teachers. After the fiwst

step who knows the limits? Who doubts eternity’s sunrise? . .
-Samples of student work are attached, , .
‘e - Ve v
. : | L ’
. '« Notes ' ot - |
e . S C /

- 1. Applebee Arthur, Prar<Lehr and Anne ‘Auten., "Learning to
. : Write in the Secondary School: How and Where, " English.
Journal, 70(80ptember 1983) .\\ , ‘
2. "gtudentsg' Writing Trouble,“ Nensdaz,“Tﬁursday} November 12,
1981, p. 12, . ! ¢
3. Bettelheim, Bruno and Karen Zelan. "Why Children Don't Like N
to Read,” The Atlantic Monthly, 2&8(November 1981), ) '
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Four - The Conclusion
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